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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY HABS No. SC-203

CHHEISTOPHER BELSEHR HOUSE

An Addendum to

House, now Baptist Goodwill Ceniter
NW. corner Amhersi and k. Bay Sis.
Charlesion, Seouth Carolina

in HABS Catalog Supplement {1959)

adress: 2 Amherst Street (northwest corner of Amherst and
Fast Bay Streets), Charlieston, Charleston Couniy,
Soutlh Carcling.
Present Cwner: Charleston Baptist Association (now offered for sale).

Present Ceccupsnt: Bapiist Goodwill Center.

FPresent Use: Religious ceniar.
Briei Sistement An esarly nineteenth-century town house with fine
of Signilicance: architectural detailsg.

PART [, HISTORICAL INFORMATION

A. Original and Subsequent Cwners: Christopher Belser. Pur-
chased by Major Samuel Purcher in 1836; sold to Henry Grimke in 1840--
kept by the Grimke family uniil aboui 1900 [Stoney].

According to ancther version, Jacob Belser, Theodore 3.
Marion, Theodore S. Dubose, Joshua T. Ward, Major Samuel Porcher,
Henry Grimke, Joseph Leary, C. F. Klenke. Purchased by the Charleston
Baptist Association in 1951 {News end Courier],

B. Dste of Erection: Between 1804 and 1808 [Stoney].

. Architect: Unknown., "... too0 unsophisticated to ascribe
outsright to Menigault, but may show his influence." [Ravenel, p. 60].

D. Original Plan: "As originally built, it was a rectangle from
which jutted a rounded projeciion containing the winding siaircase
... the floor plan is simplicity ditself. The first and second siories
had only one room on 2 [locr, exclusive of the hall with the staircase,
and the third story had only two." ({Ravenel, p. 60].

E. Notes on Alterations and Additions: Northeast wing and gables

of main roof probably added about 1840 [Sioney].
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F. Sources of Informetion: Notes in the [iles of Samuel Gaillard
Stoney, 129X Tradd Strect, Charleston, 3. C. Interview of June 14, 1962.
News end Courler, Charleston, 8. C., Moy 2, 1962.
Beatrice St. Julien Ravenel, Architects of Cherieston
(Charleston: Cseroline Art Association, 1945).

PART I1. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION

A, Ceneral Statement:

1. Architecturel characier: A town house with & besuiiful
helical stairway and Iinterior enrichment of the Adam style, lsrgely
intact. A wing added ebout 1840 remains generslly as built.

2. Condition of fabric: The structure sppesrs sound and the
finish is in reasongbly good condition.

B. Technical Descripilon of Exterior:

1. QOver-all dimensions: Mein poriion approximately 35' x
60"; wing approximately 27' x 32°. ‘Three stories. Faces south.

2. Foundaticns: Very low, continuing main walls with a
slight projection a short distance above grade; sione.

3. Wall construction: Stucco over brick wall about 21V
thick., Stucco has been merked with imitation sione Jjoiniing; condi-
tion is generally good slthough paint over the siucco is peeling off.,
Some minor breaks in stucco revesl large bricks characteristic of
Charleston practice--3" high, Situcco appears 1o average 3/8" in
thickness.

Walls have been braced in some places with iron or steel
ties, presumably after the earthquake of 1886,

4 room has been added on the first and second floors, at
the west end, by £filling in part of the plazza; its walls are frame
with clapboards nailed direct io studding, exposure 6-1/2%. Some
clapboards are loose and some of the surfasce is in need of peint.

Gables are frame with clapboards.

4o Porches: A iwo-siory Charlesion piazza exiends around
three gides of the original portion of the house, five bays along the
gouih front and three bays along each end. The firsi floor is paved
with large pieces of westhered limestone and sandstone of varied sizes.
First-floor colums gre round, tapered, and stuccoed, with square
blocky capitals, no bases. The second fleor is of wood boards, obvi-
ously replacements! columns sre of wood--unfluted Greek Doric order
with two-piece entablature of simple design. The second floor has a
wooden railing with turned balusters, probably replacemenis. Porch
woodwork ia somewhat in need of paint.

4 relatively modern wooden stairway connectsd the two stories
at the east end of the piszza. It appears unlikely that there was
originelly a stairway on the piazza.
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5. Chimmeys: One is locaisd at the csntsr of the west end
of the original building, encther om the north wall of ths additien.
Both are of brick, stuccoed above the roof line, and have triple hooda
with pointed archee at the tops.

6. Openings:

a. Doorways and doors: A aimple doorwey opens from the
original bullding to the flrst and second floors of the piazza on the
south sids snd on the west end, At the first-floor level ia s simple
doorwsy on ths esst end weat aldee of the stair tower, which apparently
led to the extarior originally; ths one on the west atill doea.

At the north end of the east piazza a doorway gives
access to ths sdded wing, et first and second floor levsls.

b. Windows and shuttiers: Doubls-hung wood sash sst in
gimple square-hesded masonry openings; six lights over six lighta on
the firat etory. Sash on the upper floors are presumably altered,
with two lights ovar two lights. Windows of atsir towsr sre srched
with semicirculasr heeds. There are no sxterior shutters now,

7. Roof:

a. Shepe, covering: The hipped gsmbrel roof over the
originel building was eltered latsr to s simple gambrel form; the sest
and west enda heve irlanguler gables, however, which carry up higher
‘then the upper slopea of thea recof, Along the south side is a gable
with a8 semicirculer window, In the attic can be seen scme woodsn
ahskea shout 20" long which covered the roof before it was altered.
The porch roof is hipped; this and the main roof are now covered with
sheet metel, atanding seams.

The wing at the northesst corner has a low or flat
roof behind a stucco parapet, which ia ornamentsd on the sast silde
with two emall panels centsining a simple anthsmion motive, placed
directly over the window openings on that wall.

b, Framing: 3" x 5" aswn raftersa, 18" on centers, with
collar ties at ths bottom of the upper slopes, with spsced neiling
stripe to which the shakea wsre fastened, There is no ridge pols; at
the ridge the reftsrs are mortissd and tenoned, with pegs. Framing
appears to be of longlsaf yellow pine and is in sound condition.

¢. Cornice, eeves: House cornice is of wood, and carries
along the reke at the gebles, with dentils. Modarn sheeti-metel gutters
carry sround ths edge of the porch roof, end along the north and south
gides of the house.

8. Special exterior trim: Stuecco atring courses mark the
gsecond snd third floor lines along the east wall of the added wing.
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C. Teclnicel Desecripiion of Intsriors:
1. Floor plans:

a. First floor: A singls room about 20' x 30', its length
extending sast-wesi, i1s surrounded by a pilazzs on all eldss excspt the
north, where thsre is s U-shaped eteir tower on axis. Thsre are four
baya of openings along the south wall snd threa along the north, two
beya along ths eeet, and two slong ithe wsst, with s fireplacs om axia.
This is ths original part of the houss. Ths north half of the west
plazzs has besn made into a room, now fitted up 88 s kitchen. Adjoin-
ing ths sisir tower to ths sast, and extsnding northward about 27', is
a secondary steir hall with a bathroom at ths north snd; to ths eaat
of thie stsir hell is a single room about 19' wide (ssst-weat) by 25'
long, with a fireplacs on axis at the north end. This wing consti-
tutes an addition to the original houss. Ths ceiling height is 10'-0 1/2v.

b. Sscond floor: The lgyout is ths ssme as the first
floor, with a esiling height of 10'-0%,

¢. Third floor: The original wing of ths house is
dividsd into two rooms; otherwise the plan is the seme as the lowar
floors. The csiling height is 9'-4 1/2"., The piazza doss not extend
{0 this story.

d. Attle: The mein stair tower exisnds sbove the third
floor and gilvse accsse to a low unfiniahsd attic spsce over tha originsl
wing,

2. Sisirways:

8. Maln stair: This extends from the ground floor to the
ettie, in ths shepe of s helix about an sllipticel wsll. It has an
open siring, with a simple roundsd continuous handrail, snd two turnsd
bslustere to sach itresd. The nosing returns at ths snd of esch tresd,
with 8 bracksi undsrnesth of two unequal spirsls, which conatitute a
wave motivs extsnding the whole length of the ouisr string snd across
its horizontal continuetion st ths attie landing. There sre 17 rissrs
batwesn the firaet and sscond floore, 17 between the sscond and third
floora, and 15 {o the attlc landing. The whole atelir is of painted wood.

Semicircular arched windows are placsd on axis and st
the weat wall at ths sscond and third atoriles, and a doorway at the
" firet story. Ths wooden t{rim employs Romen Doric colonnsties st ssch
jemb; they sre wsll rounded but snclosed within a pansl. The espitsl
forms an impost block for tha arch, which has sn srchivoli moulding.
The window revsale snd Intrados of ths arches sre paneled in woed. Ths
plaater ceiling is a rounded conical form. Rsvenel cells this sitairway
"one of the most beautiful in Charleston" [Revensl, op. cit., p. 60].
One might add that the proporticns are vsry pleasing.

b. Sscondsry steir: Thia extends from the firat to the
third fleoors in streight flights with winderas at each end. It sppears .
to bs relatively modern and of littla interest. It is entirely of wood,
with a simple railing.




CHEISTOPHER BELSER HOUSE
HABS No. 8C-203 (Page 3)

3. TFlooring: Most of the flcors appear io be original, wiih
iongleafl yellow pine T & G boards averaging 5" in widih, in good condéi-
tion. The main room on the firgt floor has oeen covered with modern
asphali tile, and the room in the addition with modern narrcw oak floor-
ing. The attic is floored with wide bvoards.

4. Room finish;
2. Original part of house:

(1) Trirst-floor room: Walls and ceiling are of plasier,
which has been painted. Door and window openings have wood archilrave
irim, and reveals of openings are paneled. Doors have six panels,
moulded. The room cornicc is of wood, with modillions and dentils; the
friege is ornamented with gouge work simulating a triglyph and swag
notive. The wood paneled wainscot has gouge work decoration along the
dado rail. The fireplace 1s similar to the one on the gsecond floor
(see description below), with some slight differences in the ornament.

All wood trim has been painted many times.

(2) BSecond-fioor room: Walls are plasiered, painted;
the corners of the chimney projectlon have wooden cormer beads. Ceil-
ing is of plain plasier, The roocm cornice is of plaster, with acanthus
leaves; the frieze is ornamented with an anthemion moiive in relief,

The doorway itc the stair fower and the doorway ai the norihwest corner
have pilasters; the entablaiure bresks over them. The cornice containg
ornate narrow denitils alternating with double beads; in the frieze is
low rellef composition ornament--two swags with urns at the ends.

These two wooden door heads are quite similar fto the mantel In this
room. The reveals are paneled in wood, and the doors have six moulded
panels. Other openings have architrave irim in wood, the window reveals
carrying to the floor and having paneled interior shutters,

The wooden fireplace mantel has reeded Corinthian
pilasters carrying an entablature which breaks above them; the cornice
breaks over the center panel in the frieze. The cornice contains ornate
narrow dentils slternating with double beads. The center panel of the
frieze, and the frieze over the pilasters, are ornamented with figures
in low relief cast composition; in the frieze con each side of the center
panel 1s a swag in relief. The architrave has two fascias, each orna-
mented with gouge work simulating a swag motlve. Around the fireplace
opening is a dog-touth band and a gouge~work band of wood, framing the
gray marble facing. Inside the opening is a cast-iron fire frame with
Greek ornamental motifs--a honeysuckle in low reliefl, and a console at
esch side.

(3) Third-floor rooms: These have plaster walls and
ceilings, papered, without a cormice. Doors have six panels; all
openings have wood architrave trim. There is a simple wood wainscot.

The mantel in the west room has reeded Doric
pilasiers carrying asn entablature, with gouge work ornament in the
central panel of the frieze and over ihe pilssters. The cornice
breaks out over the central panel end the pilasters.



CHRISTOFHER BELSER KOUSE
HABS No. SC~203 {Page 6)

(4) Rooms built into west piazza: These have walls
and cellings of matched and besded bozrds. Trim is very simple.

b. Room [inish - northeast wing:

(1) irst~floor room: Wide wocd door and window
trim with cormer btlocks; panels below windows., Simple heavy wooden
mantel with sniee. High base boerd with mouldings.

(2} Second- and third-rleoor rooms: Wood architirave
rim around door and window openings, the mouldings having Greek
Revival profiles. HManiels similar to the one on first floor. Doors
have two verticel panels,

5. Hardware: It i doubtful if any orizinal hardware
remains, although some casti-iron box locks on the third floor may be
original. Doors are typically hung on two oults.

D. Site:

1. General sebting and orientation: This house occupies
the lot st the northwest corner of Eest Bey and Amherst Streets.
Within receni years Hast Bay Sireet has been extended and connecticd
o become & busy arierisl thorcughfere but old meps show that through-
oul the nineteenih cenvury i1 was noi a continuous streei. At that
time this neighborhcod enjoyed ihe relative isclation of a peninsulsy
locatiom. At present there is a Trontege on the north side of Amherst
3treet of sbout 90', and & depth of about 80'. East of East Bay Street
the area is occupied by industrial and commercial companies, with
large open areas. West of Fast Bay Street the srea remains mostily
residentisl but eppsrently has bheen deteriorating.

2. Valks, driveways: The ground level is several feet above
the present sidewalk; along both sidewalks is a retaining wall of
stucco on brick. Seversl granite steps lead up from the sidewslk on
Amnhersi Sireet, near the corner, to the piazza. There is a short
modern driveway from Amherst Street at the west edge of the property.
At the northwest corner is a small back yard, with a modern concrete
block wall st the rear and side property lines.

3. Quibuildings: Appsrently there are none remsining,
although it is to be expected that there would have been several
originally.

Prepared by Harley J. McKee, Architect
National Park Service
June 1962
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